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       Abstract.In 2008, a nearly 200 year U.S. historical precedent was overturned when Barack Obama was named the “first Black 
president.” Although Obama is of mixed heritage, he adopted an almost singularly Black identity and has long been characterized 
by the media as Black. This study is concerned with the role that society and Obama’s acceptance of the title play in identifying 
and portraying him as the “first Black president.” This study compares Barack Obama’s self-portrayal in his book, Dreams from 
my Father, to mainstream and Black media portrayals of his race.Furthermore, it researches the existence of a racially stratified 
society by dividing racial constructs and determining the driving force behind the rhetoric of race. 
 
1. Introduction  

My motivation for this project stems from my own experience as a Biracial individual endeavoring to 
establish an identity in the midst of a lack of racial clarity in society. From the colonial years to present day, U.S. 
society has attempted to categorize Biracial people in America, while researchers and scholars have endeavored to 
define race. Biracial people, historically labeled “mulattos” [4] have been variously defined by society, and placed 
into arbitrary categories, at times separated from the White race, at others, assimilated into the White race [2]. 
Biracial individuals are often caught between the two ends of the dominant race continuum [3]. With interracial 
relationships and Biracial births on the rise [2], it is becoming increasingly important to unpack the nature and 
implications of constructions of race for Biracial individuals in the U.S. 
 
2. Experiment, Results, Discussion, and Significance  

In view of past research there are many factors that influence how individuals and society understand 
Biracial identity in the U. S. This study compares Barack Obama’s self-portrayal in his book, Dreams from my 
Father, Black media, and mainstream media portrayals of his race in order to identify common and unique themes 
around race and shed light on the question of whether race is viewed as a social, cultural, or physical construct. This 
study will allow for a better understanding of the framework within which President Obama self identifies, and the 
U.S media classifies him as Black, thus revealing the cultural tensions among racial stereotypes or classifications.  

Based on past research, the following research question is posited:  
RQ1: What unique and shared understandings of racial identity emerge from thematic analysis of media and self 
portrayals of President Obama as the “first Black president”? 

RQ1a: How is President Obama’s self portrayal as the “first Black president” reflected in his book Dreams 
from my Father? 

 RQ1b: How do mainstream media racially portray President Obama?  
 RQ1c: How do Black media racially portray President Obama? 

Obama’s book, Dreams from my Father (2004), and 14 articles, published in Black and mainstream media 
outlets are reviewed and evaluated to unpack the unique and common themes emergent in the current discussion 
over racial classification. Dreams from my Father will be analyzed as an autobiography of Obama’s journey to seek 
his African heritage and find his identity. Excerpts will be compared to Rockquemore and Brunsma’s (2008) four 
identity types for Biracial people. Selections of 4 Black magazines (including Ebony, Jet, Black Enterprise) and 10 
mainstream newspapers (including The Washington Post, USA Today, The Los Angeles Times, The New York Times) 
have been identified based on circulation. Articles from these media sources were selected based on titles related to 
the election of Obama as the 44thU.S. President and content. Priority was given to cover stories in magazines and 
lead stories in newspapers.  

Analysis of Obama’s book allowed for an assessment of the consistency and coherence of his self portrayal. 
Examination of how Obama is classified in mainstream and Black media articles published the day after Election 
Day on November 5, 2008 allowed for assessment of the coherence and consistency of media portrayals of Obama’s 
race as well as comparison with Obama’s self portrayal. 



Proceedings of the 6th Annual GRASP Symposium, Wichita State University, 2010 
 

24 
 

A list from the State of the News Media 2008 annual report will be used as a sampling frame for Black 
media. Due to the lack of Black newspapers, 4 magazines that are targeted towards the Black community will be 
chosen by looking at the highest percent of monthly circulation among Blacks will be selected. Top Black 
newspapers were not included because the magazines had better and more circulation. A list from the Editor and 
Publisher journal will be used as a sampling frame for selecting mainstream newspapers. This source provides the 
top one hundred daily newspapers in the U.S according to circulation in 2008.  
 Richard Boyatzis’s (1998) thematic analysis approach was used to search and determine common and 
unique patterns in self and media portrayals of President Obama’s race [1]. A “theme” is a pattern found in the 
information that at minimum describes and organizes the possible observations and at a maximum interprets aspects 
of the phenomenon [1]. A four step data analysis process was employed. First, the raw data from the narratives were 
truncated by content. The primary focus within the articles and narratives were words describing President Obama’s 
ethnicity, such as “Black, “White”, “Biracial”, “African American”, “Caucasian”, etc. Furthermore, statements that 
generated racial portrayals were also included. Second, important themes that emerge from the data were encoded 
and described. The important data was condensed into key themes that encapsulated the research questions posited 
in this study. Third, after being immersed in the data and generating themes, codes were developed by interpreting 
or making sense of the information. Fourth, these interpretations were placed in the context of a conceptual 
framework. Information and themeswere interpreted and applied to prior research and theory to contribute to the 
development of knowledge. 

Data analyses indicate that, Obama adopts a singular identity due to his personal cultural upbringing and 
life experiences. This identity type is influenced by five socialization and contextual variables [3]. 

 Appearance 
 Social network composition 
 Family discussion about being multiracial  
 Experiencing negative treatment from Blacks or Whites 
 Geographic region. 

Analysis of media portrayals indicate that both Black and mainstream media articles acknowledge Obama’s 
election as a historical moment while at the same time noting his mixed heritage and still classifying him as the 
“first Black president”. Black media articles justify this classification of Obama by placing his election within 
historical context. Mainstream media both classify Obama as the “first Black president” and note his mixed race 
heritage, thus making their portrayals seem based on the one-drop rule.Further mainstream media emphasizes the 
unique aspects of this election, eg. larger Black voter turnout rather than grounding the election in historical context. 
 
3. Conclusions 

Racial identity is not fixed or mutually exclusive, but rests on individualistic choices within structurally and 
culturally defined parameters [3]. The common theme in research studies is that the one-drop rule is a significant 
factor in socially classifying race [2&3]. Obama has primarily adopted a Black identity due to his life experiences, 
cultural upbringing and the effects of the one-drop rule. It is clear that racial classification has been a complex, 
multi-layered process in U.S. history.  
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